Deaths in tuberculosis patients in British Columbia, 1980-1984.
Records of all 1884 newly notified tuberculosis cases, over the 5-year period 1980-1984 in British Columbia, Canada, were reviewed and 201 deaths were identified, including 48 diagnosed only after death, and 153 who died while on treatment; 56 of unrelated causes, 67 in whom tuberculosis was a contributing cause, and 30 in whom it was the principal cause. Significant predictors of death while on treatment (specific to tuberculosis) were the extent of disease, history of previous disease and sputum smear-positive for acid-fast organisms. Significant predictors of failure of diagnosis, in patients who died, were the presence of disseminated disease and the absence of a history of previous disease. The presenting features were not different in those dying, in whom the diagnosis was made before, as compared with after, death. The most frequent mode of death due to tuberculosis was respiratory failure, followed by multiple organ system failure and haemoptysis. The case fatality rate was low (1.6%) and did not change over 10 years. One-half of patients whose death was due to tuberculosis were diagnosed only after death and this had not changed over 10 years. We conclude that death due to tuberculosis is uncommon in patients while on treatment and that the main reason for death due to tuberculosis is that some patients are not diagnosed, and therefore not treated, before they die of the disease.